4          ST. AUGUSTINE AND HIS AGE
Algeria).    It lay about fifty miles to the south of Hippo (near the actual Bona), on the first of the great plateaus which ascended by steps from the sea.    The distinction of the municipium and the colonia had become one of name only in the fourth century ; they were equally protected, and equally plundered, by Rome.    Each town had its self-contained municipal machinery; and, provided the taxes were paid regularly into the imperial treasury, and the corn-ships sailed in due season for Ostia, it was  left to regulate its own local life.    The ordinary municipal officers, the curiales or decuri-ones, had usually inherited the office from their fathers, and they chose the   higher   magistrates from their number.    The barbarous fiscal system * of Rome, which had laid a collective responsibility for the imperial taxes on these curials, was already ruining the class—the middle-class of the empire, the  'nerves of the commonwealth,' as  Majorian termed them—and sapping the economic foundation  of the empire.     In the legislation   of the fourth  century we find  them fleeing  in despair from   their  hereditary * honour' ;   we   find   the imperial officers pursuing  them into   the  army, into the service of the palace, into the lands of the
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